Corruption and poor governance: African perspective by Saidu, Badamasi & Ahmad Zakuan, Ummu Atiyah
1 
 
Proceeding of The International Conference on Government & Public Affairs 2016 (ICOGPA2016) 
ISBN 978-983-44661-7-6 
© 2016 ICOGPA2016 
 
 
Corruption and Poor Governance: African perspective 
 
Badamasi Saidu1,Ummu Atiyah Binti Ahmad Zakuan2  
 
1 College of Law, Government and International Studies,University Utara Malaysia, Sintok, Kedah Malaysia 
2  College of Law, Government and International Studies,University Utara Malaysia, 
Sintok, Kedah Malaysia 
 
 
Abstract: The development procedure of many African countries is so far confounded with a lot of issues 
because of prevalent corruption including state managers and on-screen characters in the bureaucracy. 
Corruption practices have pervaded and crushed practically many part of African culture to the degree that 
numerous individual partners have associated it to be part of social norms and custom in the continent. On 
the off chance that left unchecked, corrupt practices will keep on posing genuine risk to the administration of 
law and justice and disintegrate the very establishment of good governance despite declining in the GDP/ GNP 
and the general condition of instability the continent is confronting as of now. This article calls attention that 
corruption practices, notwithstanding the late re-marking in the economy of many countries in the continent 
as quickest developing one, had rendered the procedure of advancement frail and non-feasible, with great 
consequences. 
 




The continent of Africa is believed to be the home 
base of the largest amount of blacks in the world, 
with nearly 1 billion people alone currently living 
in the continent. For instance, the continent is 
abundantly reached and blessed with 
humongous natural and human resources. 
Despite this resources, the region is also 
interlocked with abject poverty, malnutrition and 
leadership crises. Most of the African states, have 
the available resources that can cater for their 
needs and poster development, yet the reverse is 
the case as the continent is lagging behind 
compare to its peer continents due to the vicious 
circle of issues related to political leadership, 
embezzlement of resources and social instability 
etc. The circumstance has crumbled so much that 
Africa is viewed as the landmass of social 
problems such as hunger, malnourishment and 
diseases (DFID 2002). 
The issue of leadership in the continent whether 
military or civilian, is to a great extent traceable 
to corrupt practices and awful initiative by the 
ruling class. Most African states like Uganda, 
Zaire and Nigeria etc. under either military juntas 
or civilian administration are great example 
where poor leadership and bad governance at 
one time or the other has affected their progress 
and development for decades. This is to a great 
extent ascribed to pervasive corruption and poor 
ability of the ruling class which are responsible for 
poor administration, corruption, political 
unsteadiness and social mayhem. This article 
hence, analyzed the relationship amongst 
corruption and emerging leadership crises that led 
to poor governance in the landmass with 
reference to Nigeria. 
 
Corruption 
As a social concept, corruption is viewed 
differently among scholars, this is the reason why 
it lack a universally acceptable definition. 
However, Salisu (2000) has argued that ‘’the 
invocation of private viewing considerations in 
public decision making’’ can be termed as a 
corruption. One noteworthy setback of this 
definition is that it is exceptionally short and 
subsequently made it hard to unbundle the term 
into a particular classes of corruption. According 
to Gboyega (2013) ‘'Corruption includes the giving 
or taking of unlawful gaining of riches utilizing the 
advantage of public resources including the 
exercise of discretion. In such manner, it is the 
individuals who have business to do with 
government who are forced some-how to give 
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motivation before their legal issue can be attain 
to''. This is also a conventional definition, looking 
at it from the perspective of public sphere only. 
This makes the definition short and not 
encompassing to the activities of the private 
sector believed to be the moving force for 
economic growth and development. Specifically, 
corruption or corrupt behavior involves the 
violation of the established rules for personal 
gain (Muhammad (2007). Corruption is an efforts 
to secure wealth or power through illegal means 
at the expense of the public; or a misuse of public 
power for private benefits Dike (2005). It is a 
behavior which deviates from the formal duties 
of a public role, because of personal gains. This 
behavior includes: 
 Bribery - using of a reward to influence 
the action of a person in a position of 
trust to gain an illicit advantage 
 Nepotism - practice of favoring one base 
on ascription rather than merit; 
 Misappropriation - illegal appropriation 
of public resources for private 
uses/benefits (see Appendix 1) 
 
According to Professor (Emeritus) Dr. Petrus Van 
Dyne (2002):  "Corruption is an improbity or rot 
in the basic leadership process in which a chief 
agrees to stray or requests deviation from the 
rule which ought to govern his or her basic 
leadership, in return for a reward".  
Despite the fact that some of these meanings of 
corruption have been around for some decades, 
the situation in recent times especially in Africa 
and Nigeria in particular where revelations of 
stolen public resources kept running into billions 
of US Dollars and Nigeria Naira, make these 
definitions exceptionally sufficient and suitable. 
Corruption is most likely the principle intends to 
aggregate fast riches in Nigeria. Corruption 
happens in different forms, and it has 
contributed enormously to the destitution and 
wretchedness of the vast section of the African 
populace. According to the Asian development 
Bank (1974) defines Corruption as: '’A particular 
conduct of officials in both public and private 
institutions in which they wickedly and 
unlawfully acquire richness for themselves 
and/or those near them, or incite others to do as 
such, by abusing the position they occupy''. 
On the other hand, (World Bank, 1997, UNDP, 
1999 and 2014) defines corruption as: ‘’the 
misuse of public office for individual selfish end. 
This is so when authorities acknowledges, 
requests or coerces a reward before discharging 
their official duty, so likewise when a private 
operators effectively offer incentives to influence 
public policies, or processes undue advantage for 
themself. The Abuse/misuse of office can happen 
even when there is absence of an open bribe 
inducement, but through supports and nepotism 
on the state resources’’. Even though this 
definition is lengthy but it has captured the 
various aspect and condition upon which 
corruption take place in both public and private 
sector of the economy. Given the above definitions, 
Africa and Nigeria in particular can said to be 
riddle with a high level of these negative exercise 
that pervaded rule of law and administration of 
justice in both public and private sector. The 
definition of World Bank is comprehensive enough 
to cover all corrupt practices. It is important to 
note that corruption manifest itself in varying 
degrees and has to do with dishonesty and moral 
depravity in the conduct of one’s affair either in 
public or private domain. In accordance of the 
above definitions, and for the purpose of this 
article, Corruption can be conceptualize as: Any 
behavioral action by an individual or group which 
undermines the set established rules and 
regulations in facilitation of selfish individual or 
group interests. The paper is restricted to corrupt 
practices in public sector that laid a foundation for 
its practice in private sector. 
 
Poor Governance 
Poor Governance is a product and outcome of a 
Leadership. The concept of Leadership have been 
conceptualize differently among scholars in the 
field of humanities and social sciences. For 
instance, Lok and Crawford (2004) views 
leadership as the ‘'Capacity of management to 
prompt subordinates to work towards group 
objectives with certainty and astuteness’’. On the 
other hand, Hubes (1986) sees leadership as ‘'the 
behavioral conduct by which an individual 
persuades another to work towards the 
accomplishment of particular targets''. From the 
two meanings of leadership above, they both 
stress positive perspectives in which objectives 
can be achieved truly. This is however the 
opposite of what is obtainable given the kind of 
leadership initiative that flourishes in Africa. Over 
the entire African landmass, the question of 
leadership initiative is focal in comprehending the 
development predicament of the general 
population. The inability of the governance to 
positively affect or change the livelihood of the 
general public is ascribed to leadership failure. 
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Consequently any administration that disregard 
the interest, wishes and aspirations of its people 
for self-seeking material gains, is therefore 
corrupt (Alfred, 2000) 
 
The Elite Theory: Corruption and Poor 
Governance in Africa 
Poor governance and corrupt practices can be 
explained within the context of various theories 
available in social science. However in this 
regard, elite theory is considered to be the 
framework of analysis on the matter under 
discussion.  
Marx and Engel believes that state as an 
institution of governance is quite different from 
the society, this is because the state according to 
Marxist comprises of special group of individuals 
that rule and exploit the society by possessing 
certain means of coercion use to ensure 
compliance of the ruled. In their manifestos, 
Marx and Engel (1969) refers the state as the 
‘’committee for managing the affairs of the 
dominant/ruling class’’. Moreover, the State is 
the institution of organized violence used by the 
ruling class to maintain the status-quo. 
Accordingly, it is only in the society which is 
sharply divided among classes that State as an 
apparatus exist. Lenin (2007) assert that: ‘’the 
state is a product of irreconcilable class 
differences and their antagonistic relationship 
within a society. Hence, state in a moral sense 
should serve as an arbiter between the 
antagonistic classes but in the practical term, it 
represent the interest of the bourgeoisie. 
The very common features of state include the 
possession of coercive power over and above 
everybody in the society. The power of the state 
cannot be challenge or question and its decisions 
are binding on every state element of the society. 
In advance capitalist formation, the state 
functions to maintain the socio-economic 
relations of heavy wealth accumulation through 
exploitation by the elites. In relation to the 
circumstances of African post-colonial 
experiences, states became a direct venture for 
wealth acquisitions by the ruling elites (Lenin 
2007). In Africa, elites are crucial elements in the 
state affairs in facts they make, interprets and 
implements laws. They determine who get what 
when and how. 
Unlike their counterpart in developed countries, 
African elites are corrupt and self-centered right 
from independence and their attitudes has 
shown that struggle for political power is all 
about sharing of goods and plundering of public 
treasury with exemption. In all the regions of 
African landmass, state funds where embezzled 
and misappropriated by the ruling elites of either 
military or civilian administration. For instance, 
documentation have revealed that some African 
political leaders such as: King Mobuto of Zaire, 
Good luck Jonathan of Nigeria, Robert Mugabe of 
Zimbabwe, and Hosni Mubarak of Egypt etc. were 
found of massive looting of the state treasury. 
Even when party politics and democratic 
governance was fully established in the continent, 
it is still not free from plundering of public 
treasury by the ruling class. 
In Nigeria for example, different elected political 
leaders in the country from all levels of 
government were accused of various corrupt 
charges. The parliamentarians at the central level 
exhibited a clear demonstration of this attitudes in 
their first action at any moment they were elected 
as law making institutions that would ensure good 
governance in the country. Their demands and 
allocation of whooping sum in millions to 
themselves as ‘’the Honorable’’ for settlement, 
vehicles and wardrobe allowances at the moment 
when most of the states are owing workers salary 
for months Odey (2001). 
The elites were in the habit of throwing their 
support to any individual/group that aspire for 
political position to enable them be part of the 
governance and continue having access to public 
treasury. In the politics of Nigeria and most other 
African countries, it is difficult for a candidate to 
contest and win without the support of those 
elites who are regarded in the society as ‘’God 
Fathers’’. So, god fatherism is a crucial factor in the 
success of a political candidate especially the 
younger generations who may wish to venture 
into politics. In return for their support, juicy 
contracts is awarded to them in some cases 
monies are released for contracts not actually 
executed. For instance in 2011-2014, the 
immediate past Administration of Jonathan had 
released billions of Naira to various companies for 
the purchase of ammunitions to fight the emerging 
deadly group (Boko Haram insurgence) in the 
country but unfortunately such funds where 
misappropriated and squandered by those in the 
corridor of power at the expense of the innocent 
citizens under attack.  
Our imperial fathers, the elites in the educated 
community (academia) and even some regarded 
men of honor are not left out in this gross double 
dealing, it is at all level and features in the 
continent leadership. The African elites don't try 
to do as they say others should do. They say one 
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thing and do something else. It is in the light of 
this that Obasi (2001) observed that in spite of 
Jonathan continued repetition of his commitment 
to end corruption, it has even found an agreeable 
home in his administration. 
The above conduct of the Nigerian elites clarifies 
why they request the backing of the masses amid 
of election exercise however, when they succeed, 
they neglect to fulfill the promises made for the 
welfare of the accounts. From our detailed 
investigation, the appropriate framework in this 
study which looks to give a depiction of 
corruption and the journey for good governance 
visa-vis leadership is no other than elites 
theoretical approach to public policy analysis. 
This point of view is informed by the theory's 
inclination towards government by a minority of 
the populace known as the oligarchy ensuring 
the self-indulgent interest of those ruling class. 
They take significant choices/decisions which fall 
in accordance with their corrupt propensities 
and generally such choices are meant for the 
benefit of the masses. Such oligarchies more 
often than not are never ready to leave public 
office, which adds to the emergency of 
maladministration and poor leadership in the 
continent. 
 
Political Leadership in Africa 
It is frequently said that no society can raise 
above its leadership style, nature and structure. 
The success or otherwise as the case may be lies 
principally in the light of its political will and 
leadership. Leadership initiative guides the 
general population in whatever heading they 
should go, for good or ill. Appropriately, the 
nature of leadership initiative in Africa is 
adjudged to be poor. Especially taking into 
insight the rich material resources in the 
continent and overwhelming poverty situation of 
the citizens. Indeed, Africa is a common case of 
the 'Resource curse theory' which stated that 
countries with abundance of natural resources, 
specifically non-renewable resources like 
minerals and fuels, tend to have less economic 
growth, less democracy, and worse development 
outcomes than countries with fewer of such 
resources. This has showed in poor 
administration of assets both human and 
material. Liberia under Tubman, Zaire under 
Mobutu and Zimbabwe under Mugabe all 
substantiate this fact (Eurouk 2006). 
Leadership in different African nations supports 
tribalism and nepotism. A number of the 
individuals who camouflage themselves as 
national leaders are simply negligible tribal cover-
ups whose vision is only for self-glorification and 
self-perpetuation. Corruption triumphs in most 
African states in view of the longing to get rich 
fast. It is a typical wonder to hear that policemen, 
chiefs and customary rulers can straightforwardly 
and unashamedly demand for and/or accept 
gratification of various types before carrying out 
their official obligations. The fundamental and 
most focal variable responsible for the corrupt 
practices of Africans is traceable to eagerness and 
unnecessary aspiration for material riches 
(Transparency International (2013). Succinctly 
explains this phenomenon with a specific 
reference to Nigeria. The issue of Nigeria is 
essentially and unequivocally a disappointment of 
leadership initiative. There is nothing essentially 
incorrect with Nigerian environment: space and 
atmosphere but rather the citizens and the elites 
in particular. 
In addition to that, corruption appears to have 
turned to be the African 'Original Sin’ and ‘the 
most commonly practiced behavior’. On daily basis 
we breath, talk, eat, plan and Romance with 
corruption. It has affected all part of our everyday 
life lives and have eaten deep into the fabrics of 
our dear continent with exception of few 
countries. Because we emphasize wrong things 
that have brought down the ethical quality in our 
societies. In all developed and stable social orders, 
I question if there is any society that invigorates 
graft and other monetary and related crimes. We 
have not generally been corrupt so to say as a 
nation but rather the way we easily tolerate gifts 
and donations helps to encourage deepening of 
hands into public treasury especially the political 
leaders. It is not a wrongdoing to acknowledge 
blessings in spots of social and religious occasions. 
This culture has created a deep craving in many 
African people, who have come to see something 
every time they meet. The reverse of that feeling 
makes the ''big man'' feel he is duty bound to 
certify that craving. This social circumstance sets 
the environment for corruption as there is always 
demand and satisfaction of demand by persons 
who want to subvert the system for personal 
gains. In many instances they take from the 
common wealth to satisfy the demand for 
gratification. And the irony of it all is that in most 
cases, the giver and the receiver do not feel that 
they are doing anything wrong. That is why many 
traditional rulers do not turn down gifts from 
officials even when it is apparent that such gifts 
was questionable.  
The once esteemed and honesty of African leaders 
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have similarly been degraded with individuals 
more worried of getting riches by any methods 
conceivable. This self-action has similarly 
overwhelmed the benefit of all as the most 
predominant component of thought in the action 
of numerous individuals. The difficulty which 
Africa is confronting today is culminated for 
years of disintegration of individuals' treasured 
qualities. The horrific undermining of the 
continent's social integrity has left individuals 
presented to the damaging impact of corruption.  
Africa’s traditional institutions are no longer 
vehicles for progress and advancement, rather 
than being utilized to drive positive lifestyles, 
they have been bastardized and are currently 
apparatuses of polluting the entire masses. For 
instance, in Nigeria, the custom of giving title 
(traditional) to individuals is suddenly 
bastardized. In the event that you do a statistics 
of all who have gotten chieftancy titles in Nigeria 
in the most recent years, you would find that a 
large portion of them are individuals of rough 
character who find their ways into respectable 
high positions by apportioning favors as 
custodians of societal customs. (Transparency 
International (2014). 
Another cultural practice in the opinion of this 
paper which in turn affect the continent level of 
progress is the issue of over dependency in the 
social relation among relatives known as ‘’the 
extended family system’’. This cultural practice 
breeds laziness in the people, since it had created 
social reliance of relationship. Mobutu of Zaire is 
an encapsulation of the above portrayal. Amid 
the time of his rule, it was uncovered that Zaire 
minerals assets which are known with high value 
all over the world are dispossessed and regulated 
as a family asset which is simply an act of 
nepotism (Transparency International 2012). In 
Liberia among the reasons that was given for the 
oust of William Tolbert's administration in April 
1980 was the presence of profound established 
nepotism in the political system of Liberia 
(Uzochukwu 2014), This danger is said to have 
being with the Liberian individuals for around 
four decades from the earliest starting point of 
William Tolbert’s period (1944-1971) and 
beyond. Looking at the William Tolbert's family 
tree and office holders in the administration 
obviously draws out the profound established 
presence of nepotism in Liberia around then 
(Uzochukwu 2014). 
Just like the Liberian situation, nepotism and 
gross abuse of office in Nigeria had contributed 
in the coup that brought General Murtala 
Mohammed to office in 1975. The situation 
became evident when a report of panel of enquiry 
set up by the military in in 1976, similarly, several 
other examples can be sighted in recent time 
where someone having been proven guilty and 
convicted for corrupt practices, but Nigerians 
starting from his tribes or townsmen publicly 
defended him by justifying his ignorable actions. 
For example Chief Alamesiagha a former Governor 
of oil producing state in December 2005, Tafa 
Balogun a former inspector General of Police in 
April 2005 and Chief Dariye a former Governor in 
2004 all rose to their defence even when there 
were prove of corrupt charges against them (News 
watch Dec. 2005, the news 2005, Tell Sept. 2004). 
 
Effects of Corruption on Africa 
As a continent, Africa faces a great challenges 
especially that of corruption as at today, the 
practice denied the continent enormous wealth 
and reduces the economic buoyancy of a nation. 
For instance, Achebe (2014) lamented that as 
much as 60% of the Nigeria’s wealth was actually 
consumed in the budget implementation in the 
year 2012 and 2013 the remaining 40% was 
corruptly miss managed. Also in country such as 
Zaire under Mobutu regime had deflated as much 
as 70% due to corruption (Wikipedia 2015). This 
large portion of resources if properly utilized 
would have boost the productive venture and 
welfare needed for the populace. 
Corrupt practices has arguably dented the image 
of African leaders and citizens world over. Africa 
lost its image and past glory of hard work, 
truthfulness and justice and existence of large 
percentage of under privileged citizens due to 
corruption.  Most blacks who travel abroad are 
seen as potential crooks because of the level of 
corruption in the continent exemplified by their 
leaders. In recent time, transparency international 
have released their corruption file rating on Africa, 
accessible data has demonstrated that the rate of 
official corruption is still pervasive in the 
continent (Htt/www. Transparency. Org.co). 
The devastating effects of corruption on economic 
and political life of the people in the continent is 
large, these includes: 
 Diversion of resources meant for public 
use 
 Slowing down developmental path 
 Delusions of national values and civic 
responsibilities 
 The act concentrates wealth in the hands 
of few hence; 
 Widen the gap between the rich and poor 
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 Poor educational standard 
To cap it all, the rate at which civil unrest such as: 
Terrorism, violence, rebellion and civil war 
proliferate in the continent is an indications on 
the enormous consequences of corruption. 
 
Conclusion and recommendations 
Having set up the presence of corruption side by 
side with the leadership failure in Africa makes 
the accompanying proposal as the path forward 
for a corrupt free African continent: 
 A national code of conduct exceptional to 
individual nations ought to be established. 
Nigeria has put on regulatory body's to 
checkmates corrupt practices and other related 
offenses such as the independent corrupt 
practices and other related offences commission 
(ICPC) and the economic and financial crimes 
commission  (EFCC) which are intended to be the 
official watchdogs against  corruption. All laws 
on corruption must be strictly applied to 
regardless of whoever commit such an offence in 
the society.  
Strict compliance to the administration of justice 
and rule of law remain fundamental and critical 
for societal progress and development. It is 
widespread validity.  It is a superstructure of 
secured, orderly and practical development of 
any nation. It guarantees that man is represented 
by law and not by the impulses of men. It regards 
no status or rank, under the tenet of law, law is 
incomparable or prevalent. It should without a 
doubt be a need for developing countries, for 
example, the African continent. The absence of it 
predicts danger, political agitation, issue and 
oppression. Shockingly that appears to have been 
the legacy foisted on the continent where 
military upsets have been a reoccurring decimal. 
Military guideline as we probably am aware is 
the absolute opposite of the rule of law. The will 
of the despot beats the principle of law. The 
tyrant has no requirement for the apparatus of 
law authorization or the hardware of equity 
unless same is skewed to fulfill his own 
advantage. Nigeria under Abacha encountered 
this situation (Ekpu 2000). 
Furthermore, the General public must help by 
acting as watchdogs to expose and reveal all 
corrupt practices. The media organizations have 
a vital role to play in quest for transparency and 
accountability. In a situation where the media act 
by exposing corrupt tendencies after the demise 
of a particular administration, this is improper 
Claire, F. (2010). In addition, there should be 
equitable distribution of resources, provision of 
more amenities such as: electricity, water and 
system of social security for the unemployed 
through effective leadership. The continent was 
not lucky to have a patriotic leaders in the helm of 
affairs, the leaders have not been able to carry 
their followers along because of their leadership 
insincerity. Leadership by example should be the 
yardstick for African leaders and put their 
countries first above their interest, this can only 
be achieve when the leaders are prepared to pay 
the price of a new Continent where equity, justice 
and fair play will become the order of the day. 
Where leaders imbibe such moral values as self-
discipline, sense of responsibility – free Africa will 
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Fig. 1 the elements of corruption exchange. Source: Monitoring Anti-Corruption in Europe. Bridging Policy 
Evaluation and Corruption Measurement, Center for the Study of Democracy, 2015. 
 
